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Abstract 
Boys’ underachievement has been a much discussed and debated topic and poses as a major challenge to the education system. It 
is currently a universal phenomenon which leads educators and parents to find ways to assuage this problem. The present paper 
reports the preliminary research results on boys’ underachievement under the GUP (General University Proposal) Grant at the 
National University Malaysia. The paper looks into the perceptions of educationists on the causes of boy’s underachievement and 
forward implications for educational policy and practice. The sample included 300 Malaysian secondary school teachers who 
have five years of experiences or more in the urban areas. The main findings indicated that boy’s underachievement’s were 
related to both extrinsic and intrinsic factors. 
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1. Introduction 
For several years till the present considerable attention had been given to the gender inequality in achievement 
where a range of educational indices showed that  boys were emerging as underachievers in Malaysia. In the SPM 
(public school secondary school examinations) girls outperformed boys in almost all of the subjects whether in the 
sciences or non-sciences. Boys were reported to be doing less well in schools compared to girls and are as a 
consequence suffering from the inability to qualify to enter the universities where the numbers of girls entering the 
universities are reported to be at a ratio of 65-35 (65% girls as compared to 35% boys) Social engineers reflect on 
the inability of female undergraduates to seek potential male undergraduates as future husbands or life partners. 
Social scientists reflect on the potential of males to become dropouts of the society and subsequently creating 
social illness such as being drug addicts, criminals and abusers in society.  Economists reflect on capacity building 
whereby the society does indeed need more males to remain the once dominated male vocations or jobs such as in 
engineering and other hard sciences which need rigor discipline and irregular times of work. Worry and concern 
over the extinction of the “male species in the educational landscapes have been oftentimes debated where the 
community assertively demanded that boys be taught like boys “. 
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Today the boy-girl inequality still looms in Malaysia where parents are becoming more sensitive to the education 
of their male offspring. The Malaysian government in its Ninth Malaysia Plan specifies the need to achieve equity 
and equality in its education system. Diversity of learners is a factor to be reckoned and acknowledged and gender 
differences in examination results are a significant factor to consider. The thrusts of the Ninth Malaysia Plan also 
include pertinent goals such as Enhancing Human Capital and Empowering Youth. Undeniably boys’ 
underachievement is of paramount importance to the development of Human capital. 
 
2. The Objectives of the Study 
(a) To examine the perceptions of secondary school teachers on the factors affecting the performance of males in 
secondary schools. 
(b) To examine the recommendations of secondary school teachers on the strategies that can be undertaken to 
overcome the underachievement of boys. 
3. Methodology 
This study employed the mixed method engaging both quantitative and qualitative methods .The quantitative 
aspect involved using a survey questionnaire as the collecting device to obtain the required data. The sample of the 
study included 300 teachers of secondary school children. The teachers are secondary school teachers having 5 years 
of teaching experiences .The teachers are teaching Form 4 and 5 of the daily schools. The data was collected during 
a teaching refresher course organized by the Ministry of Education. The qualitative aspect of the study involved 
focus group interviews with twenty teachers. 
 
3.1 The Instruments of the study 
 
The instrument of the study (BAUQ) Boys academic Underachievement Questionnaire was developed by the 
researcher based upon past and previous studies. The instrument contains four constructs namely (a) Personality and 
Boys Learning Orientation (b) Exam Oriented System and Teaching-Learning Processes (c) Lack of Male Models in 
school (d) Motivation and Boys’ Perception of the Future .Each construct or component consisted of eight questions. 
The Focus Groups Discussion Schedule (FGDS) was developed to guide group discussions. The guiding question in 
the FGDS was “What do you considered to be the main causes or factors affecting boys’ underachievement? “What 
would you suggest to improve boys academic performance? The data from (BAUQ) was analyzed  quantitatively 
using simple descriptive statistics whilst the data from (FGDS) was analyzed qualitatively.  
 
4. Results of the Study 
 
4.1 Table 1 describes the descriptive statistics on the causes of boys’ underachievement as perceived by their 
teachers.  
Table 1 Teachers ‘’Perceptions on the Factors affecting Boys Underachievement 
___________________________________________________________________ 
Factors/Causes                       Strongly Agreed                 Agreed                     Disagreed                         Total % 
                                                     N(300)%                      N(300)%                   N(300)% . 
Personality                                (240) (80%)                     (60)(20%)                       -                                100% 
and learning 
orientations of  boys 
Motivation and                          (120)(40%)                       80( 27%)                   100(33%)                      100% 
Boys ‘Perception 
of  the future’ 
Lack of Male Models                  210(70%)                         30(10%)                      60(20%)                     100% 
Exam Oriented 
system & Teaching                     165(55%)                         100(33%)                     35(12%)                     100% 
Learning Processes 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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Table 1 describes the percentages of agreement on the four factors affecting the underachievement of boys. The 
table shows the percentages of agreement devoted to the four known causes or factors that influence boys’ 
achievement. For the factor relating to Personality and learning orientations of boys  80% strongly agreed and 20% 
agreed while no disagreement was noted. For the factor Motivation of Boys and future perception there was 67% 
agreement whilst 33% disagreed. The factor lack of male models reflected that 80% agreed while 20% disagreed. 
The last factor that refers to the exam oriented system and teaching learning processes showed 88% agreement while 
only 12% disagreed. The findings indicated that there was more agreement than disagreement with regards to the 
factors or causes of boys’ underachievement. 
      Data from the focus group interviews were obtained to gives further insight to the research questions. The 
questions were analyzed and themes derived to extract factors associated with boys’ underachievement. The 
following themes were derived and categorized into four categories.  
 
Theme 1:   Lack of Male Models 
 
R1 “Male teachers are needed in the schools; boys need to be disciplined in learning: therefore the boys prefer to 
listen to male teachers because they are boys”” 
R2 “’ There are few role models for boys to follow in the school. Most teachers nowadays are females “ 
R10 “ Female teachers seem to favor girls” 
R9” Female teachers pay more attention to girls especially if the girls are good in their studies” 
 
Theme 2: Personality and learning orientations of boys 
 
R4 ”Boys seem to develop later and slower than girls:  Girls reach puberty earlier and are ahead of boys two or three 
years in advance.  Girls are more mature and they read faster too”” 
R7 ”Boys are supposed to be tougher, hard hearted, naughty they like to be considered macho or tough; “Reading  
books and mugging are considered to be more feminine:  
R10 ”Boys like to shine in sports and games;  
R11 ”Girls do better at languages and reading is the gateway to academic excellence: 
R5   “Girls are more caring careful and cautious ” 
 
R 9 “Boys do not mug and they do not like to sit still” 
 
Theme 3 Exam Oriented System & the Teaching –Learning Processes 
 
R8 ”It’s an exam oriented system and mugging of facts; girls like to work hard handling homework; they 
accommodate well with the exams “ 
R4  ”Exams need students to pay attention in class and be conscientious in studying”” 
R9  “Teachers reinforce the behaviors expected such as diligence and hard work as well ability to reflect”” 
R12”Boys are the ones who are more  truant” and who escape the class; their non attendance is due to the distractive 
peers around them” 
R7 ”Teachers do not accommodate to the learning styles and needs of boys 
R12”Although boys favor mathematics and sciences but nowadays girls have outperformed boys in this area” 
R2 ”At home parents supervises girls more than boys: Parents seem to accept if boys return home later than girls 
whilst boys are not reprimanded if they are not home early; girls are always under the watchful eyes of the 
parents. 
 
Theme 4 The Aspirations of Boys – Boys perception of their Future 
 
R 20 ”Boys who are underachieving in schools are more interested in the vocational side of education. They also do 
not have high need for achievement or future aspirations. They wish to forget schooling and go to work 
immediately after living school.”” 
R13  “I wish to stop studying because the school does not like students like us who do not make it”” 
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R5    “I rather find a job soon; no use sitting here in school”” 
 
5. Suggestions to overcome boys’ underachievement 
 
Suggestions were obtained from the teachers with regards to the issue of boys underachievement during the focus 
group sessions. The suggestions are summarized and listed below. 
 
a) Implement the Technologically Based Curriculum 
Boys are technologically inclined and therefore the curriculum should integrate activities based upon 
technological skills and body kinesthetic usage. Thus the curriculum should be more flexible and less “feminine 
based” The implementation of more physical activities such as outdoor projects can enhance the learning of 
boys. Teachers too need to be educated to identify the uses of ICT that will advance boys’ literacy learning 
 
b) Male modeling:  
There should be increased deployment of male teachers in school to become male role models. Boys identify 
with the same gender in learning and in extracting their world view .There should be conscientious efforts to attract 
males into the teaching professions. Attractive offers and a good reward system should be offered as males at times 
prefer to opt for the so called male vocations or occupations.  Career guidance for boys should be a matter of utmost 
importance to prevent them dropping out or experiencing academic failure. 
 
c) Enhancement of boys’ engagement in schools 
To entice and keep boys to be attracted to schools a more conducive teaching learning atmosphere must prevailed 
in the school set up. Teachers must be more responsive to boys who do not obtain the same grades as girls or who 
are not highly intelligent as girls. This increases the sense of belongingness to schools as at times boys feel that they 
do not receive preferential treatment as girls do. The development and planning of mentoring programs can help 
identify strengths and weaknesses of underachieving boys much earlier and concrete interventions in the curriculum 
procured. The schools should lessen the competitive climate between boys and girls and should instead work 
cooperatively. 
 
d) Increase in literacy skills 
There should be an increase in boy’s literacy skills as boys are relatively poor readers as compared to girls. 
Literacy skills should be encouraged starting with the preschool curriculum. Boys’ literacy skills can be enhanced 
through reading and writing activities using the multiple intelligence approach focusing on body kinesthetic skills. 
Reading sources for boys need to be identified with boys’ needs and interests. Opportunities for drama and 
presentational talks are needed to encourage boys’ literacy skills. The schools can engage boys in informative talk 
where boys are expected to explain their ideas knowledge or opinions as well as in presentational talk and in 
informative talk which necessitates reflection and exploration. There is also the  need to integrate literacy across the 
curriculum, Thus efforts to overcome boys underachievement can be concentrated on four areas namely (a) the 
pedagogic implementation such as classroom teaching and learning (b) the individual level where the individual’s 
attitude, skills and knowledge are enhanced (c) the organizational where all levels have to be involved using ‘a 
whole school or community approach and (d) the socio cultural where boys and girls can work cooperatively to 
learn meaningfully.  
 
e)  Schools need to embark on a more reflective platform that is to conduct action research to study the personality 
and the learning styles of boys . Action research should be conducted on a collaborative basis  and involving all 
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stakeholders including the students themselves. The culture of learning should be examined with regards to both 
achieving and non achieving students. The action research model can help recognize weaknesses and suggest 
alternatives to solve the  problems of underachieving  boys. Schools therefore has to engage in deep reflective 
thinking and become change agents.  
6. Conclusion 
 
The research findings as well as others in the literature relay an unequivocal message that boys’ 
underachievement need to be explored further to overcome the situation. It involves looking at the learner the 
curriculum and the teaching learning processes.  Indeed the findings give the implications that policy makers and 
educationists as well as practitioners have to addresses this universal issue at a more global level as well as take into 
account both the micro and macro dimensions. Collaborative efforts need to be garnered to accommodate the 
different challenges for example the need for synergy between parents teachers and experts on overcoming the 
complex interplay between boys and other factors such as socio economic status , location and types of schooling, 
parental education, kindergarten experiences , personality and learning styles  and the statistics on the number of 
boys and girls. 
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